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An exploration into the development of motivation to exercise in a group of 30 
male UK regular gym users. 31 
 32 
ABSTRACT 33 
A key concern when developing health promotion programmes is how to facilitate adherence to 34 
regular exercise. This study explored the values, beliefs and experiences, both past and present 35 
that motivated adult participation in regular recreational exercise. Twenty eight male gym users 36 
who met the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) recommendations on Quantity and 37 
Quality of Exercise completed the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI) and the Perceived 38 
Competence Scale. Five participants who scored highly on both scales took part in semi-39 
structured interviews to explore the factors that led to their regular exercise behaviour. Interview 40 
data were subjected to thematic analysis. The development of motivation to exercise regularly 41 
was associated with social environmental factors during childhood that provided encouragement 42 
and a variety of opportunities to engage in exercise. This progressed to a stage when the focus 43 
was on exercise competence achieved by encouragement, guidance and positive affirmation from 44 
teachers, coaches and peers. The final stage shows how the participants’ adherence to exercise 45 
has become a vital element in the creation of their sense of their identities and their physical and 46 
psychological health.  The findings of this study suggest that motivation to exercise regularly is 47 
developed along a continuum from childhood to adulthood and although the meaning derived 48 
from these experiences was different for each participant, a common thread emerged of the 49 
importance of choice, support and social–environmental opportunities in creating each 50 
participant’s exercise role identity.   51 
Keywords: physical activity, regular gym-users, adherence, developmental model 52 
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Introduction 53 
A key concern when developing health education programmes is how to facilitate adherence to 54 
regular exercise (Jones, Harris, Waller, & Coggins, 2005). Research has shown that adherence is 55 
low among individuals who commence exercise with attrition rates greater than 50% within the 56 
first six months (Cox, 2007; Perri et al., 2002).  In addition, it has been reported that levels of 57 
physical activity tend to decline with age (Sallis, 2000). A key element that contributes to 58 
adherence is motivation and Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self-determination theory aims to provide a 59 
theoretical framework to create further insights into this concept.   Specifically it proposes that a 60 
person’s behavioural regulation towards an activity may be described as one of three categories: 61 
amotivated, extrinsically motivated or intrinsically motivated. These overall classifications of 62 
motivation differ in the extent to which they are self-determined (autonomous) because they 63 
represent different degrees of internalisation of external values and goals. Although most 64 
exercise participation might be activated by both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, research 65 
suggests that intrinsic motivation is more important for adherence (Frederick, Ryan, 1995; 66 
Wankel, 1993).   67 
       A sub-theory of the self-determined approach is the Basic Needs Theory and Deci and Ryan 68 
(2000) suggest that the origins of self-determined motivation stem from an individual’s innate 69 
propensity to satisfy his/her need for autonomy, competence and relatedness.  However the 70 
interplay between them and how this possibly changes over time and in different contexts needs 71 
further exploration with regards to different populations.  For example, a number of studies have 72 
reported that perceived competence in competitive athletes is an important  factor that positively 73 
correlates with intrinsic motivation (Conroy, Douglas, Coatsworth, &  Fifer 2005;  Ntoumanis, 74 
2001). On the other hand, in recreational level exercisers, the effect of perceived competence on 75 
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intrinsic motivation seems to be moderated by autonomy (Markland 1999).  It therefore appears 76 
that having a choice about taking part in recreational activity and hence being more autonomous 77 
may result in greater enjoyment, a factor linked to intrinsic motivation, regardless of level of 78 
perceived competence in this population. However, as exercise tasks become more complex and 79 
require greater effort to master, recreational exercisers conjecturally require motivation to 80 
persevere in order to become competent in performing the tasks (Losier & Vallerand, 2001). In 81 
summary it does raise a question concerning a possible difference between recreational 82 
exercisers and competitive athletes with regards to intrinsic motivation suggesting a variation in 83 
this theory when it comes to recreational exercisers.  84 
     Perceptions of competence are often linked with goal achievement in an exercise context but 85 
individuals may differ in the goals they wish to achieve and this may go some way to explaining 86 
Markland’s (1999) findings.  Duda’s (1989) Achievement Goal Theory elucidates the difference 87 
between task-orientated individuals whose primary aim is self-improvement and ego-orientated 88 
individuals who competitively  focus on establishing superiority over others. It is suggested that 89 
being task-orientated will facilitate intrinsic motivation through a positive effect on locus of 90 
control whereas having an ego-orientation is more likely to be perceived as controlling and result 91 
in decreased intrinsic motivation ( Duda, Chi, Newton,Walling, & Catley, 1995).  Hagger and 92 
Chatzisarantis (2008) state that future research in a recreational non-competitive exercise domain 93 
should be directed towards establishing links between achieving goals and the degree of 94 
internalisation of exercise behaviours.  95 
     The social-environmental factors within an exercise setting such as the  levels  of 96 
encouragement  and perceived support from family, peers, teachers, coaches and ‘significant 97 
others’ have all been shown to influence  motivation (Cox & Ullrich-French, 2010; Keegan, 98 
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Harwood, Spray, & Lavallee, 2009).  These studies have  mainly focussed on children’s 99 
motivation in physical education and youth sport contexts and found that levels of 100 
encouragement  and perceived support from “significant others” facilitates  enjoyment and 101 
adherence to exercise because it allows a young person  to demonstrate mastery or self- 102 
improvement (Standage, Duda,  & Ntoumanis, 2003; Cox &  Ullrich-French, 2010; 103 
Vlachopoulos, Kaperoni, & Moustaka, 2011). The impact of this on adult recreational exercisers 104 
has yet to be explored in detail and conjecturally early life socialisation and social environmental 105 
factors may contribute to an exercise role identity in an adult.  Vlachopoulos, Kaperoni, and  106 
Moustaka (2011) investigated the association between the SDT and exercise role identity in 733 107 
gym users across the lifespan and found that it was strongly associated with regulations that 108 
reflected a greater degree of internalisation of exercise behaviour.  109 
        Rodgers, Hall, Duncan, and Pearson (2010) gathered data from four longitudinal studies 110 
lasting six months and found that regular exercisers had stronger intrinsic motivation compared 111 
with novice exercisers. Although the study provided interesting information concerning the 112 
process of self-determined motivation among novice exercisers it had a number of limitations 113 
such as the timing of the questionnaires and the different modes of exercise which may have 114 
resulted in different perceptions of psychological needs among the participants (Deci & Ryan, 115 
2000).  Nevertheless, it did provide evidence that regular exercisers were intrinsically motivated. 116 
Many studies have examined how specific factors affect an individual’s intrinsic motivation by 117 
using quantitative methods to test established psychological theories. However, an exercise 118 
setting is a complex environment and this paradigm may not always capture this complexity 119 
(Hassandra, Goudas, & Chroni, 2003). Qualitative research may thus help to shed some light on 120 
the kinds of values, beliefs and experiences that motivate or undermine adult participation in 121 
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regular exercise. Recently, a few qualitative studies examining the specific factors affecting an 122 
individual’s motivation in a sport setting have been conducted (Zomerand, 2010; Keegan, 123 
Harwood, Spray, & Lavallee, 2009; Benogoechea & Strean, 2007). Although these studies 124 
provided valuable information on the motivation of young athletes they tended to focus on the 125 
role coaches, peers and parents play in influencing their motivation. A number of other studies 126 
explored the meaning of exercise to college students (Woodruff & Schallert, 2008; Omar-Fauzee 127 
et al., 2009; Kimball, 2007).  128 
       In summary it is irrefutable that exercise has many important health and well-being 129 
outcomes and adherence to some recreational physical activity is generally perceived as 130 
advisable.  Adherence has been linked with motivation but the development of a desire to be 131 
task-orientated as opposed to ego-orientated and to exercise for enjoyment, personal satisfaction 132 
and interest without any obvious external rewards still requires further exploration in different 133 
populations. Inextricably linked to intrinsic motivation is autonomy, competence and relatedness 134 
but the degree of their contribution and their interrelatedness is still questionable in recreational 135 
exercisers.  136 
      There is thus a potential gap in our knowledge regarding the concepts associated with the 137 
development of adherence to exercise in regular gym-users and although the SDT theory is 138 
successful for predicting adherence it does not seem to consider the factors that contribute to 139 
people starting to exercise in the first place. This study embraced a two stage approach by using 140 
a combination of questionnaires and interviews to gain new insights into what motivates a 141 
population of adult males to exercise. Questionnaires by their very nature are time and situation 142 
specific  and by utilising  interviews it was anticipated  that a more in-depth exploration would 143 
reveal how  the participants’ adherence  to exercise was developed, that is, the length of time 144 
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they have exercised, how they began, the influence  of significant people, their reasons for 145 
maintaining exercise and their exercise goals. Guerin, Bales, Sweet, and Fortier (2012) carried 146 
out a meta-analysis exploring the effect of gender on behavioural regulations towards exercise 147 
and the main finding was that males and females did not differ between their behaviour 148 
regulations.   149 
The aim of this study is therefore to use a purposive sample of adult males who regularly attend a 150 
gym in their leisure time to elucidate information on the development of their motivation to 151 
exercise and to illuminate the reasons why they begin to exercise in the first place.  The sampling 152 
strategy used a two stage  approach by first of all using  questionnaires to identity  those   153 
participants with the highest score on the  Intrinsic Motivation  Inventory and  the Perceived 154 
Competence Scale who were then invited to take part in interviews to explore their  past and 155 
present experiences of taking part in exercise. The secondary aim was to test the relationship 156 
between their intrinsic motivation and perceived competence and to investigate any invariance 157 
revealed in this relationship.   158 
Methods 159 
Designs 160 
A sequential explanatory two stage approach was implemented. The first stage used the Intrinsic 161 
Motivation Inventory (IMI; Ryan, 1982: Appendix A) to determine participants’ level of 162 
participation and the Perceived Competence Scale (PCS; Nicolls, 1989: Appendix B) to 163 
determine participants’ perceived competence for exercise. 164 
     The Intrinsic Motivation Inventory was scored by the participants from 1 to 7 (I meaning “not 165 
at all true”, 4 “somewhat true” and 7 “very true”). The Perceived Competence Scale was scored 166 
by the participants in the same way. The higher the score in the six subscales of the Intrinsic 167 
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Motivation Inventory the higher the level of intrinsic motivation and similarly the higher the 168 
scores in the Perceived Competence Scale the higher the level of perceived competence. 169 
The second stage embraced a qualitative paradigm to explore motivation in greater depth by 170 
interviewing those participants who had scored highly on the questionnaires. The aim of the 171 
interview was to explore why and how they began to exercise in the first place and the factors 172 
that contribute in their adherence to an exercise routine.  173 
      A two-stage approach combines the philosophies of both quantitative and qualitative 174 
approaches, that is, on the one hand an objective quantitative approach that provides numerical 175 
data and delivers statistical  significance and a qualitative approach that  encapsulates beliefs, 176 
values and  feelings, that underpinned  the participants’ exercise behaviour. The philosophy of 177 
this two-stage approach is that both quantitative and qualitative research is important and useful 178 
and its goal is to draw from the strengths and minimise the weaknesses of both in a single 179 
research study.  180 
Participants 181 
A  purposive  sample of  28 male regular gym users (aged > 21 years) attending a leisure centre 182 
in London  and who met  the ACSM’s recommendations on Quantity and Quality of Exercise 183 
(Haskell et al., 2007) through self-report were selected and invited to complete  the Intrinsic 184 
Motivation Inventory (IMI; Ryan, 1982) and the Perceived Competence Scale (PCS; Nicholls, 185 
1989).  Following analysis of the questionnaires the participants who obtained the highest scores 186 
above the median score in both questionnaires were invited to attend follow-up interviews.  187 
Experts over the years have argued that the median should be used as the measure of central 188 
tendency in ordinal scales in which responses are rated (Jamieson, 2004).  Five participants 189 
consented (see Table 1). 190 
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Measures 191 
The Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI) (Appendix A) assesses participants’ interest/enjoyment, 192 
effort, felt pressure and tension, perceived choice and value/usefulness while performing a given 193 
activity, on five subscale scores. The value/usefulness subscale is included in the questionnaire 194 
to assess whether people perceive exercise  to be  of value and beneficial to the extent that it has 195 
become part of their lives.  It has been found to be both valid (McAuley, Duncan, & Tammen, 196 
1989) and reliable (McAuley, Wraith, & Duncan, 1991). The Perceived Competence Scale (PCS) 197 
developed by Nicholls (1989) is a short, 4-item questionnaire, to assess constructs from the SDT 198 
such as assessing participants’ feelings of competence about, engaging in and adhering to regular 199 
physical activity (Appendix B). This scale has demonstrated validity and reliability in an exercise 200 
setting (Seifriz, Duda, & Chi,1992).  201 
      The audio-taped interviews were carried out by the researchers and lasted approximately 30-202 
40 minutes (Appendix C). They consisted of open-ended and probing questions designed to 203 
explore the participant’s account of their experiences both past and present that motivated their 204 
adult participation in regular recreational exercise in order to understand more fully the integral 205 
role played by SDT-based constructs (Hassandra, Goudas, & Chroni, 2003). Ethical approval 206 
from the Faculty Research Ethics Committee (FREC) was obtained prior to commencing this 207 
study.  208 
Data Analysis   209 
A spearman’s correlation was conducted to investigate the relationship between perceived 210 
competence and intrinsic motivation. Significance was set at 0.05 alpha level.  211 
A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of the interview data was carried out which began 212 
with a process of familiarisation of the data and initial ideas and potential coding schemes noted. 213 
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Preliminary codes were then generated and organised into meaningful groups.  The relationships 214 
between the codes that contributed to each potential theme were noted and explored and an 215 
initial theme map was produced. On-going analysis was used to refine the specifics of each 216 
theme and clear definitions and names for each theme were generated. Finally the essence of 217 
each theme and its underlying narrative was identified to generate further information about 218 
current intrinsic motivation in the participants. These themes contained a temporal dimension 219 
which made them useful for displaying a lifespan perspective and a sequencing of events in the 220 
participants’ exercise participation.  This resulted in a final theme map (see Figure 1). All drafts 221 
of the analytical process were shown to colleagues familiar with qualitative analysis to check the 222 
validity of the codes and themes.  223 
Results 224 
A total of 28 male regular gym users who all exercised at the same gym responded to the 225 
invitation to participate and complete the two questionnaires. The ages of the participants ranged 226 
from 22 to 63 (mean = 26.9 ± 8.9) years old. The sample consisted of 23 (82%) white Caucasian 227 
British males, three (11%) white European males and two (7%) south East Asian males.  228 
An inspection of the scores on the IMI questionnaire showed that the regular gym exercisers 229 
enjoy this activity and they find it fun and interesting and also beneficial and of value to them. 230 
They also possessed high levels of trust in their instructors and the gym staff. Taken together 231 
these scores indicate that the participants had high levels of intrinsic motivation to exercise. They 232 
also had high scores on confidence and capability to perform activities as demonstrated by the 233 
Perceived Competence Scale and believed they were capable of adhering and mastering new 234 
exercises on their own. However Spearman correlations revealed that there was no statistically 235 
significant association between intrinsic motivation and perceived competence rho (28) = 0.309, 236 
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p > 0.05. 237 
  As previously stated, following analysis of the questionnaires the participants who obtained the  238 
highest scores above  the median score in both questionnaires were invited to take part in a 239 
follow-up interview and five agreed to do this (see Table 1). 240 
Qualitative results 241 
A developmental model (see Figure 1) emerged from the data and this was represented by three 242 
main themes: A lifespan trajectory incorporating childhood experiences and adolescence, social-243 
environmental influences and lastly, adherence to exercise in adulthood. These had various sub-244 
themes and these will be discussed.  245 
Theme 1: Lifespan trajectory – Childhood experiences and adolescence 246 
Endorsed playfulness and opportunities to exercise in childhood  247 
All the interviewees stated that they had a diverse and playful introduction to sport which was 248 
both enjoyable and intrinsically motivating.  249 
Gary described how he played informally with peers in his youth: 250 
 Ya, we were all pretty active we were all playing a lot of sport...football…it was just a case of 251 
anyone could play...like we would have a group of friends and we would go down the parks… 252 
(Gary L142P3). 253 
Every one of the interviewees cited environmental factors such as proximity of parks, play areas, 254 
gyms and sporting clubs as playing an important role in their physical activity behaviour when 255 
they were growing up: 256 
There were always options to do various things swimming, running, football and cycling you 257 
know…(Ciaran L234P5). 258 
Having easy access to facilities (parks, school, clubs) plus having a choice of activities over a 259 
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life-time resulted in higher levels competence, relatedness and autonomy  260 
Family and peers 261 
All the interviewees reported that parents, siblings and peers played a key role in their interaction 262 
with environmental resources: 263 
 We would have a group of friends and go down the parks (Dave L142P4).  264 
I would always play football with my Dad and basketball, but more...they (my parents) would 265 
always encourage me to take up sports (Dave L47P2). 266 
It was just the banter having a laugh with friends really. It was being in an environment where 267 
you were with friends really (CiaranL90 P3). 268 
Perceived positive parental influence and having fun with peers seemed to be associated with 269 
greater attraction and involvement in sport and physical activity.  270 
When they moved into secondary school there was a transition from this playfulness to gaining 271 
mastery in various activities. 272 
Adolescence and gaining exercise competence  273 
As the interviewees grew from childhood to adolescence they progressed from this supported 274 
stage to   a more purposeful stage when they gained mastery in fewer physical activities. Mike 275 
increased his commitment to sport and focused on the improvement of his skills. Training and 276 
competition became more important to him and his perceived competence was in reference to 277 
self-improvement: 278 
 I was heavily into sports and I was (then) playing rugby, basketball and martial arts, I was just 279 
training to improve performance (Mike L9P1). 280 
In this phase the role of teachers and coaches became more salient as the influence of the 281 
interviewees’ parents decreased in importance and this is consistent with findings in the literature 282 
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(Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005). School was important in facilitating the sporting 283 
development of a number of the participants. The importance of the role of the school coaches in 284 
providing competence support was clearly demonstrated when Gary stated: 285 
Coaches and teachers…they were very encouraging definitely…ya, I was very good at running 286 
as a youngster and I was encouraged to run (Gary L46P2). 287 
These findings concur with Gorozidis and Papaionnou (2011) who found that the effect of task-288 
orientated PE teachers was to achieve an educational goal which is to develop each individual to 289 
their full potential. Higher levels of intrinsic motivation have been reported in an environment 290 
where an athlete or child perceives the coach or PE teacher to facilitate his or her autonomy 291 
 (Conroy & Coatsworth, 2007; Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, & Briere, 2001).    292 
Theme 2: The social-environmental influences  293 
All participants cited environmental factors such as proximity of facilities, parks, spaces gym 294 
and sporting clubs as playing an important role in their physical activity when they were growing 295 
up: 296 
 Where I lived there was a communal gym we didn’t have to pay as it was paid by the service 297 
charge (Gary L180P4). 298 
All participants reported that parents, siblings and peers played a key role in their interaction 299 
with environmental resources: 300 
 We would have a group of friends and go down the parks (Dave L142P4).  301 
It has been found that when a neighbourhood has quality, diversity and quantity of resources and 302 
when access for children is brokered by parents it resulted in a greater ability of the child to self-303 
regulate later in life (Zimmerman, Phelps, & Lerner, 2007). Self-regulation was clearly 304 
demonstrated when Mike was quoted as saying: 305 
14 
 
I just enrolled myself in the gym as soon as I turned 16. It was 5 minutes away from my house. So 306 
it was relatively convenient (Mike L18P1 ). 307 
Having easy access to facilities (parks, school, club) and support (teachers, coaches, family) over 308 
a life-time seems to have resulted in higher levels of self-efficacy in the interviewees.  309 
Social support 310 
Results revealed that “significant others” played four key roles in motivating participants to 311 
exercise regularly and this is similar to the concept of social support as defined  by Wallston, 312 
Alagna, B. DeVellis, and  R. DeVellis (1983). These included providing tangible support, 313 
informational support, task related-support and emotional support,   314 
Ciaran describes an example of tangible support: 315 
I did the London to Brighton for charity and they (family) always say well done you know and I 316 
have managed to get some sponsorship out of them (Ciaran L113P3). 317 
Frank explains how his coach provided him with informational support when he was injured, 318 
He used to say you have to keep moving and stretching and stuff like that (Frank L269P7).  319 
The interviewees believed that being given a choice of activity was empowering in line with the 320 
concept of task-related support. According to Self-determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 321 
their psychological need for autonomy was fulfilled and this resulted in higher levels of self-322 
motivation to exercise.  Gary describes how his father provided him with choice: 323 
He does encourage me ya, but he recognises it is really my own choice (L55P2). 324 
“Emotional support” was perceived to be provided by others when reassurance was needed 325 
following setbacks. Frank explains how his coach consoled and reassured him following a loss: 326 
He (the coach) would ask me how I felt and or if I felt a little bit too tired or things like that 327 
(L315P8). 328 
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When taken together these findings seem to show a link between the social support of significant 329 
others and the development of the interviewees’ regular exercise behaviour.  330 
Theme 3: Adherence to exercise in adulthood.   331 
Part of being a regular exerciser is that exercise becomes part of one’s daily routine, in other 332 
words a habit.  Habits are described as “actions that are triggered automatically in response to 333 
contextual cues that have been associated with their performance” (Gardner, Lally, &Wardle, 334 
2012).  The behaviour becomes automatic and its responsibility is delegated to the contextual cue 335 
trigger, whereby the presence of the cue initiates the behaviour rather than there being any 336 
intentionally performed action (Orbell & Verplanken, 2010).  337 
 Dave observed: 338 
...it is a part of the routine. A habit...I would miss it if it was not here (L348P9). 339 
It appears that the automaticity is broken when for whatever reason the behaviour does not 340 
happen and then its advantages are noted. It does appear that for Gary and the others their 341 
continued participation gives them more benefits than stopping and this is the key to what 342 
motivates them to continue to exercise. 343 
Gary commented: 344 
I feel like exercising in the gym is very beneficial for when I play basketball (L203P6).  345 
Mike noted: 346 
You need to be at certain level of performance and strength otherwise it would not be feasible to 347 
play for the particular teams I was playing for (L14P1)  348 
You row 3 or 4 times per week then you are in the gym every other day. (Gary L163P4). 349 
Enjoyment and competence motives have also been found to be positively associated with hours 350 
per week of participation (Frederick & Ryan, 1993). Gary declared: 351 
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 I was in the university team…and it was a really good social scene as well (Gary L157P4). 352 
An exercise identity 353 
The role of exercise appeared central to the interviewees’ identity. This relates to a person’s self-354 
image, self-esteem and uniqueness.  Mike asserts: 355 
It is a massive part of (who I am) my identity now (Mike L192P5).  356 
They also valued the role exercise played in their personal development and this was 357 
demonstrated in the following quote from Frank: 358 
I think sport disciplined me a hell of a lot…and I think it kept me off the street a lot...if it wasn’t 359 
for sport...I would end up like some of the mates I used to know at school and not be in a good 360 
place (L444P12). 361 
Interestingly although each participant was highly committed to their physically active lifestyle 362 
they were not one-dimensional. It may be that the confidence their involvement in physical 363 
activity gave them is transferable to other aspects of their lives. Gary stated: 364 
It is the whole lifestyle and the gym is just one aspect of that (L296P8). 365 
Ciaran remarked: 366 
It’s expanding into other social groups as well (L58P2). 367 
Health 368 
The participants appeared to place less value on rewards and body image relative to meaningful 369 
relationships, personal development and health.  370 
Ciaran maintained:  371 
It is mainly in the back of my mind to keep fit and healthy and being able to do something with 372 
other people should the time arise...(L62P2). 373 
Gary also stated: 374 
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 The social scene as well…it is the whole fun factor…health and also feeling better about 375 
yourself (L160P4). 376 
These findings show the extent to which exercise has been incorporated into the interviewees’ 377 
identity and concurs with Vlachopoulos, Kaperoni, and Moustaka (2011) who examined the 378 
association between the SDT and exercise role identity and found that intrinsic motivation 379 
emerged as a substantial correlate of the latter.  380 
Task-orientation versus ego-orientation   381 
Task-orientation is linked to one’s belief that achievement requires personal high effort to 382 
achieve a sense of well-being, interest and satisfaction and an ego-orientation is associated with a 383 
more controlling type of behaviour regulation (Wang & Biddle, 2001). All the interviewees 384 
described the importance of task orientated goals: 385 
 There was a YMCA fitness challenge with 10 exercises one after another...I liked getting 386 
involved in that...it was pretty intense. I enjoy challenges (for myself) (Gary L225P6). 387 
Mike explains: 388 
I just guess it is about measurable performance, so being able to lift something heavier so it 389 
gives me some form of achievement (Mike L105P2). 390 
The interviewees were not unduly critical of their own performances when they were striving for 391 
high standards as these entailed higher levels of perceived competence: 392 
Oh it doesn’t bother me (not achieving). For me, at the end of the day, the goal is more to vary 393 
the exercise to keep me motivated (Ciaran L112 P2). 394 
Overall the interviewees reported experiencing a sense of their own ability and to seek 395 
challenging exercise tasks for self-improvement as opposed to defeating others. 396 
Discussion 397 
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The first stage of this study investigated the intrinsic motivation and perceived competence of a 398 
group of male regular gym users who met the ACSM’s recommendations on Quantity and 399 
Quality of Exercise (Haskell et al., 2007) through self-report. It was found that they all had high 400 
levels of intrinsic motivation to exercise and there was no statistically significant association 401 
between high intrinsic motivation and high perceived competence and vice versa.  Therefore 402 
underlying factors such as feedback, perceived threat and perceived choice within the exercise 403 
environment, could be moderating the association between perceived competence and intrinsic 404 
motivation (Vallerand & Reid, 1984; Ntoumanis, 2001; Markland, 1999; Losier &Vallerand, 405 
2001). Taken together this would suggest that perceptions of competence are not associated with 406 
motivation in this group and that arguably social-environmental influences could be instrumental 407 
in increasing the participants’ motivation and feelings of autonomy within an exercise setting. 408 
The analysis of the second stage of the study gave some insights into understanding the 409 
motivation of adult males to exercise regularly.  A pattern emerged depicting the dynamic nature 410 
of motivation to exercise over the interviewees’ life-span that supports the emergence of a 411 
developmental model.  Each participant described how their psychological needs for autonomy, 412 
competence and relatedness in relation to exercise behaviour were fulfilled throughout their 413 
lives. These findings shared commonalities with other exploratory studies that found that 414 
motivation and adherence to exercise was fostered by coaches, parents and peers (McCarthy, 415 
Jones, & Clark-Carter, 2008; Gould & Carson, 2008; Allen, 2003). The development of 416 
adherence was associated with factors that provided support and opportunity to engage in 417 
exercise during childhood and adolescence. This evolved to a period when exercise was 418 
embedded into the interviewees’ lives and became part of their routine of daily life. The final 419 
phase is maintaining adherence to exercise, this is a fluid state but within the concepts of 420 
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psychological well-being, interest and satisfaction it is apparent that the benefits outweigh the 421 
costs.  422 
       The influences that led to the participants becoming motivated to become regular exercisers 423 
are first and foremost a childhood environment that endorses encouragement and support from 424 
their families to engage in many different sporting activities in the spirit of playfulness. This 425 
appears to have given the interviewees an experience of fun and enjoyment and positive 426 
feedback which in turn gave them a sense of competence and well-being. Most importantly these 427 
early learning experiences involved exploring a variety of physical activities and this not only 428 
developed   perceptions of competence and relatedness but most significantly autonomy. Thus, 429 
the results from this study concurred with other studies which reported the importance of 430 
learning skills, improving performance and maintaining interest in exercise throughout childhood 431 
(Keegan, Harwood, Spray, & Lavallee, 2010; Bengoechea & Strean, 2007).  432 
       These early learning experiences were superseded by one of gaining competence when the 433 
immediate family members were supplemented by coaches, teachers and peers.  These activities 434 
are designed to maximise enjoyment and are often regulated by rules adapted from standardised 435 
sport rules that are set up and monitored by an adult (Côte, Baker, & Abernethy, 2003). Thus, to 436 
some extent, the participants’ exercise profiles emanated from their positive social relationships 437 
with peers and teachers or coaches inside or outside the school environment. Collectively, these 438 
findings relating to the early years highlight the importance of providing school or sport 439 
programmes to facilitate young people becoming regular exercisers. This may help to explain 440 
their adult exercise behaviour and various authors appear to agree (McCarthy, Jones, & Clark-441 
Carter, 2008; Gould & Carson, 2008).  During adolescence, social-environmental factors played 442 
a key role  in the interviewees’  physical activity behaviour, in particular they mentioned  the 443 
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availability, variety and quantity of  resources and cited four key roles played by others  in 444 
motivating them  to exercise  and these were  similar  to aspects of social support as 445 
conceptualised by Wallston et al. (1983).   These included providing tangible support, 446 
informational support, task related support and emotional support. McNeill, Kreuter, and 447 
Subramanian (2006) in their review of the relationship between the social environment and 448 
physical activity found that interpersonal relationships influence and establish positive social 449 
norms for physical activity and social network membership. 450 
       In adulthood, each interviewee invested a considerable deal of time and effort into 451 
enhancing their sport specific abilities which entailed, amongst other activities, going to the gym. 452 
Decisions to become active were associated with a dynamic process which involved a constant 453 
re-evaluation of one-self through interpretations of achievements and relationships with others. 454 
Although Richardson, Rogers, and McCarroll (1998) drew connections between the self and 455 
motivation, our findings make these connections more explicit as each individual had to 456 
negotiate different motivational contexts and social norms to make sense of their lives.  457 
      As the participants matured they became more self-aware and developed confidence in their 458 
own ability to adhere to exercise, the role of the gym emerged as a collateral to a specific 459 
sporting activity and thus consistent attendance may be dependent on this function. On the other 460 
hand, it provided an easy option to gaining the benefits of exercise without having to rely on 461 
others or be dependent on facilities that some sports require. Another important aspect at this 462 
stage was social affiliations within the exercise environment. Social interactions allowed an 463 
opportunity for the interviewees to build friendships with peers within an exercise setting and 464 
this concurs with Ullrich-French and Smith (2009) who reported that having close social 465 
affiliations with peers and family often results in a continuation of sporting activity. These 466 
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criteria collectively underpin the concept of “Habit forming”.  Gardner, Lally, and Wardle (2012) 467 
maintain that the creation of a habit requires motivation and conscious intention initially but the 468 
repetition of the action in a consistent context will eventually lead to it becoming dependent on 469 
external cues and this will reduce the conscious effort required to maintain the behaviour.  Lally, 470 
Wardle, and Gardner (2011) underpinned the importance of incorporating motivation into this 471 
phenomenon because this would provide a reward (in this case, amongst others, building 472 
friendships in an exercise setting) that will complete the habit loop.  473 
      Self-concept and identity have being found to be associated with the ability to make choices 474 
based on intrinsic desires (Baxter-Magolda, 1999). The participants recognised their capability to 475 
make choices and internalise their actions and values as they began to identify with their 476 
perceived “exerciser” role. The benefits of this increased autonomy included increased 477 
confidence, effort, motivation and enjoyment. The current findings highlighted the dynamic 478 
process involved in developing an exercise identity and how this plays a positive part in the 479 
motivation of the “regular exerciser”. 480 
     The interviewees appeared to place less value on rewards and body image relative to 481 
meaningful relationships, personal development and health. This resulted in greater enjoyment 482 
and a sense of purpose in life. One interesting finding is that a desire to exercise does not equate 483 
to an obsessive participation with it, quite the opposite because  although each participant was 484 
highly committed to their physically active lifestyle they were not one-dimensional. It may be 485 
that the confidence their involvement in physical activity gives them is transferable to other 486 
aspects of their lives.   This may link to the fact that the interviewees clearly articulated that their 487 
continued participation in physical activity was for personal challenges and achievements, that is, 488 
they were task-orientated as opposed to being ego-orientated and shows a possible link between 489 
22 
 
intrinsic motivation and Achievement Goal Theory (Duda, Chi, Newton, Walling, & Catley, 490 
1995).  Ciani, Sheldon, Hilpert, and Easter (2011) speculated from an educational perspective 491 
that an exploration into the antecedents of achievement goals could illuminate how these factors 492 
give rise to motivational orientations and in many ways the developmental process proposed by 493 
the study responds to this challenge. 494 
      Our model added to the literature base by providing an understanding of how perceived 495 
competence was influenced by the social context and opportunities available to the participants 496 
and furthermore our findings describe how an individual becomes empowered by taking 497 
ownership of his/her goals (Benogoechea & Strean, 2007; Mallet & Hanrahan, 2004). The 498 
participants set challenging goals for themselves and were not fazed by failure. It was the process 499 
of attempting to achieve their goals and the feedback they received in this process that was 500 
deemed to be important. This increased their sense of control over their own actions and resulted 501 
in greater confidence to self-regulate their behaviour. This would suggest that motivation is 502 
associated with the perceptions exercisers develop in relation to their ability to interact 503 
effectively with their environment. Each participant described similar experiences as they 504 
progressed through the stages outlined in our model over their life-span. However, the meaning 505 
derived from these experiences was different for each participant and was dependent on the 506 
quality of support they received and their perceived ability to interact with their social 507 
environment. Through recognising this dynamic process, fitness personnel, coaches and parents 508 
may become more effective in supporting individuals in learning to identify with exercise and 509 
become regularly active. 510 
Limitations 511 
Limitations of the study focused on three major areas. First, the participants were male and 512 
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mostly came from one gym which may limit transferability of its insights to other contexts. It 513 
was however a general gym and has similarities with other gyms of this nature.  Guerin, Bales, 514 
Sweet, and Fortier (2012) have documented that males and females do not differ between their 515 
behaviour regulations.  Second, it was only explored through the voices of five participants. 516 
Caution, must therefore, be exercised when considering how relevant the findings may be 517 
generalised. More importantly, Roper and Shapira (2000) mentioned that the aim of qualitative 518 
research is not for generalisability but for the readers to find resonance in the interpretations and 519 
to apply and evaluate the theoretical model in their own practice. Third, the researcher as a sports 520 
scientist had the advantage of an “insider’s” privileged familiarity of the setting, which could 521 
have contaminated the findings although, counter to this, had an “outsider’s” advantage of not 522 
knowing the participants and therefore more attuned to subtle differences in their accounts.  523 
 524 
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Appendix A: The Post-Experimental Intrinsic Motivation Inventory  719 
For each of the following statements, please indicate how true it is for you, using the following 720 
scale: 721 
Interest/Enjoyment  722 
I enjoyed doing this activity very much. 723 
The activity was fun to do. 724 
I thought this was a boring activity (R). 725 
I would describe this activity as very interesting. 726 
Effort Importance 727 
I put a lot of effort into this. 728 
I didn’t try very hard to do well at this task (R). 729 
I tried very hard on this activity. 730 
It was important to me to do well at this task. 731 
Pressure/Tension 732 
I do not feel nervous at all while doing this activity (R).  733 
I felt very tense while doing this activity. 734 
I am very relaxed when doing this activity (R). 735 
I felt very pressured into doing this activity. 736 
Perceived choice 737 
I believe I had some choice about doing this activity. 738 
I felt like it was my own choice to do this task (R). 739 
I felt like I had to this (R). 740 
I did this activity because I wanted to. 741 
Value/Usefulness 742 
I believe this activity is of some value to me. 743 
I would be willing to do this again because it has some value to me. 744 
I believe doing this activity is beneficial to me. 745 
I think it is an important activity. 746 
Relatedness 747 
I felt like I could trust this person (Instructor/staff). 748 
I’d really prefer not to interact with this person in the future (R). 749 
I don’t feel like I could trust this person.  750 
 751 
Scoring information for the IMI.  To score this instrument, reverse score the items for which 752 
an (R) is shown after them. To do that, subtract the item response from 8, and use the resulting 753 
number as the item score.  Then, calculate subscale scores by averaging across all of the items on 754 
that subscale.  The subscale scores are then used in the analyses of relevant questions. 755 
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Appendix B: The Perceived Competence Scale 758 
Perceived Competence for Exercise 759 
Please respond to each of the following items in terms of how true it is for you with respect to 760 
dealing with your exercise routine.   761 
 762 
1. I feel confident in my ability to exercise. 763 
2. I am capable of exercising regularly. 764 
3. I am able to do the routine on my own. 765 
4. I feel able to meet the challenge of adhering to my programme. 766 
 767 
Scoring  Information.  A person’s score on the PCS is calculated simply by averaging his or 768 
her responses on the four items. 769 
 770 
Appendix C:  Semi-structured Interview framework (all questions will be supplemented by 771 
further probing questions dependent on the participants’ responses)   772 
 773 
1. How long have you been exercising in a gym environment? 774 
2. Go back to when you commenced exercising. What were your reasons for starting in the 775 
first place?  776 
3. Who got you involved?  777 
4. What did they say to you about exercise and what it would be like to participate? 778 
5. How has your family responded to you exercising?  779 
6. Do they say anything to you that keeps you motivated? 780 
7. What were your first experiences with instructors like? What did they say to motivate 781 
you? 782 
8. What do you think are the reasons you remained exercising? 783 
9. What motivates you to keep going when you feel discouraged, have a tough day, or when 784 
you get bored? 785 
10. What helps you persist when you get tired or bored? 786 
11. What type of goals do you select and how do you reward yourself when you reach them? 787 
 788 
   789 
 790 
 791 
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 795 
Table 2. Age marital status, ethnicity, education level, employment type and combined score on the two 796 
surveys of each participant interviewed  797 
Interview 
No. 
Age  
(years) 
Marital 
status 
Ethnicity  Education 
level 
Employment 
type 
(PA level) 
 
Combined 
score on 
surveys 
1 22 Married White 
British 
7 Student/Sales 
(Moderate) 
159 
2 40 Single White 
British 
6 Engineer 
(Moderate) 
188 
3 33 Married White 
British 
7 IT 
(Light) 
186 
4 22 Single White 
British 
7 Student/retail 
(Light) 
182 
5 21 Single Asian/British 5 Student 
(Moderate) 
198 
PA level (Physical activity level of job) 798 
 799 
 800 
Table 1. Correlation Matrix of all the variables (subscales) on both surveys  (IMI and PCS) used in study 
Variables 
Interest 
Enjoyment 
Effort 
importance 
Pressure 
tension 
Perceived 
 choice 
Value 
Usefulness Relatedness 
Perceived  
Competence 
 to exercise  
Interest/Enjoyment 1 0.535 -0.294 -0.019 0.438 0.517 0.534  
Effort/importance  1 -0.347 0.094 0.498 0.402 0.194  
Pressure/tension   1 -0.285 -0.308 -0.379 -0.537  
Perceived choice    1 0.150 -0.114 -0.147  
Value/Usefulness     1 0.345 0.296  
Relatedness      1 0.340  
Perceived Competence to exercise       1  
         
Values in bold are different from 0 with a significance level alpha=0.05 
 
 
 
 
      
Figure 1. Final thematic map. 
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